whose advertisements promised a regular performance (Friday and Saturday, 15-16 April) but restored the command line exactly on the day of the performance (Wednesday 20), signalling princely attendance. 5 Last-minute changes such as these were not exceptional for London theatres. However, these two coincide with the period of Handel's collapse and involve a patron newly committed to the composer. For the first time since 1734, the Prince of Wales offered Handel a bounty of £250 6 and regularly attended his performances during 1736-1737. 7 In the month preceding Didone alone, he had ordered three commands and visited Handel' This level of support suggests that the cancellation of the 13 April command performance was owing to exceptional reasons such as the onset of Handel's illness, anytime between late Friday and Monday. What strengthens 9-11 April as a potential time frame for Handel's collapse is that it came right at the end of Passion Week, when the composer performed three different works in four successive days (Monday to Thursday 4-7 April). The physical strain of a gruelling schedule together with the anticipated bout of gluttony on Easter Sunday were high risk factors for a stroke.
Recovery seems to have been erratic. By late April Handelians were impressed with the artist's medical progress and anticipated the premiere of Berenice on 11 May. 9 Their optimism found its way in the London Daily Post of 30 April, which reports Handel 'in so fair a way of recovery, that it is hoped he will be able to accompany the opera of Justin on Wednesday next, the 4th of May; at which time we hear their Majesties will honour that opera with their presence'. 10 Things did not go exactly as planned, however. The Daily Advertiser confirms performances of Justin not only on 4 but also on 11 May ('This Evening will be perform'd . . . At the Theatre Royal in Covent-Garden, Justin'), 11 thus delaying the opening of Berenice. Moreover, the absence of advertisements, highly atypical for royal commands, supports Burney Royal interest apart, Berenice had a short life, with repeat performances on 21 and 25 May and 15 June. The composer's absence from the orchestra pit due to performing difficulties (reported by Shaftesbury on 12 May) presumably affected its career. Given this poor outcome and the decision to end by early June ('Mr Handel designs to play hardly more than five times this season'), 16 it is remarkable that Handel continued to offer performances until 25 June. Was this an effort to squeeze the last guinea out of the season? Or rather was he showing off his stamina during negotiations for 1737-1738? For Handel was already in discussions with the collapsing 'Nobility' opera about a successor scheme that also included Caffarelli. 17 On 11 June 1737, the Earl of Shaftesbury assured James Harris that 'things will turn out well', as the majority of the opera party was 'so desirous of hearing good music'. 18 The splendid news reached the public two days later: The stress of negotiations with former rivals (also known as 'the Goths' 20 ), which yielded a lucrative commission of two operas for £1,000, along with the administrative burden of protracting the season for two months after his attack, must have complicated Handel's recovery. So much so that, 'when the heats of the Summer 1737 came on, the Disorder seemed at times to affect his Understanding'. 21 health pilgrimage and london's new opera (august-november)
Handel was pressed to visit a number of spas, both in England and abroad. The first stop on his health tour was Tunbridge Wells, as reported by Hawkins in 1776 ('he was advised to the use of the waters at Tunbridge') 22 and now confirmed in a recently published letter by James Upton, who had met and socialized with Handel at the end of August ('we dind [sic] together every day in the week'). The composer thus left London on Thursday 4 August and following a brief stay at Bath moved to Tunbridge (Wells) towards the end of the next week (about the same time as John Upton).
It is unclear whether 'dead Palsy' alludes to his collapse in April or to a fresh incident; 25 and whether the retraction by default downgrades his visits to mere spa tourism (''twas the fashion to Tunbridge to go' 26 ). The latter seems unlikely, though, considering that Shaftesbury in 1760 and Hawkins in 1776 affirm that 'the heats of the Summer 1737' exacerbated Handel's 'Disorder' and, owing to unsuccessful medical treatment, the composer 'was prevailed on, but with great difficulty, to resort to Aix la Chapelle'. 27 One feels the reassuring tone was meant for London's opera constituency, who had strong interest in the forthcoming season. The bitter operatic rivalry of four years past was giving way to cooperation. With the new company relying on Handel for fresh operas, his recovery was a pressing matter, particularly so after fears about Farinelli's defection to the Spanish court began to spread in London. Rumours about the singer's return to the Continent had circulated as early as February:
[ 30 No details about Handel's move to Aix-la-Chapel survive. It was probably a last-minute decision wisely kept away from the press. Mainwaring and Hawkins are explicit only about its results and duration: a full recovery bordering on the miraculous in the space of six weeks. 31 Such an outcome seemed hardly unusual for a city named (in German) 'Aach or Aachen; as is supposed, from Ach, an interjection of surprise; as if one should say, Hah! or hah! hah! being surprised with the unexpected heat or cold of any thing.' 32 Known as the hottest springs in Europe, the waters of Aix contained sulphur 'in great Plenty'. 33 Their steam baths promised a tough experience to the visitor, as vapour temperature rose up to 128 o F. 34 Handel's protracted use of them ('three times as long as hath ever been the practice' 35 ) was impressive, to say the least. 36 The reported length of this treatment ('about six weeks' 37 ) is accurate too: 'The first season for them begins about the middle of May, and the second about the middle of August, and each continues about six weeks'. 38 That Handel missed the season's beginning supports the view that he had been pushed to visit Aix-la-Chapel in late summer and the withdrawal of £150 from his cash account on 1 September very likely reflected preparations for his trip. 39 Arriving at Aachen in early September and 'determined to stay . . . till the end of six weeks', 40 Handel could hardly have contemplated a visit to Elbing, well over 600 miles eastwards. A supposed letter by John Christopher Smith Sr, reporting him there in mid-October 41 must indeed qualify as a 'fiction'. 42 Besides, waiting for him in London after years of dwindling revenue was a salary of £1,000 (equal to the royal subsidy for operas). This alone could keep Handel focused on his main objective, returning to England 'in perfect health'. 43 If 44 The good news certainly boosted morale after Farinelli's betrayal (Spain's privileges bestowed on the castrato were duly reported in the press, including the London Evening-Post of the same day 45 ). We should not underestimate the fact that at this moment Handel was not only redeemed (welcomed back to the King's Theatre) but also a redeemer, since he had never been associated with the prodigal singer.
The report also raises questions about the agreement between Handel and his new employers. Did he promise to complete a new opera specifically for the season's opening? New works were typically offered in the second part of the season, but the consolidation of the two opera companies might have called for an exception. If so, when was he able to start composing, given the problems with his right hand and his subsequent health tour? Did Handel inform his employers about moving to Aix and did he keep them updated on his progress and estimated arrival? Or should we presume that the Farinelli-induced chaos directed attention away from Handel, who thus could leave the country without any publicity and come back to save the day?
The fact remains that the new company opened without a Handel premiere and later than originally planned. An administrative reshuffling could explain these changes. According to Burney, 'Heidegger had now undertaken the management of the opera . . . which the nobility had abandoned, in consequence of Farinelli's detention at Madrid'. 46 Yet contributions for the 1737-1738 season made by the Duke and Duchess of Bedford support Robert D. Hume's view that financial responsibility for the company remained in the hands of noblemen. 47 The truth must stand somewhere in-between, for Burney enlists the testimony of Caffarelli and a satirical letter from December 1737 identifies Heidegger as an administrator of the Haymarket opera, 48 whereas Hume bases his suggestion on the single example of the Bedfords.
It is undeniable, however, that Farinelli's absence forced changes to the plans for the autumn, leaving the company with only one castrato. Caffarelli reached London around 10-11 October (not 1 November, as given in Deutsch 49 ) and immediately started rehearsals: Burney calls Arsaces a pasticcio and identifies Pecsetti as its 'nominal composer'; 50 Angelo Corri was responsible for the libretto. 51 It is not known if the opera featured music by Handel. The premiere was changed from 25 to 29 October, 52 probably to coincide with the return of the Royal family to St James's palace and the celebrations for the king's birthday on Sunday 30 October:
